In the words of the journalist and writer Faddei V. Bulgarin, 'a war with Britain could rouse no enthusiasm, having no purpose, offering no prospects, and depriving us of the profit from trade'. 4 Nikolai M. Karamzin, in his Memoir on Ancient and Modern Russia, presented to the tsar in March 1811, noted that 'we should have accepted no peace save on honourable terms, which would not have required us to break our profitable commercial relations with England'. 5 The former ambassador in London, Count Semen R. Vorontsov, was deeply disgruntled, suggesting in a letter that the signatories of the Tilsit treaties should make a ceremonial entrance to St Petersburg, riding on the backs of asses. 6 The Tilsit agreements also put Britain in a difficult position. The government of William Cavendish, the Duke of Portland, had no intention of ending the war with France and therefore decided to respond to Russia and Prussia, France's new allies, by blocking the Baltic coast. This action seriously hindered the maritime trade of both countries and served as a constant reminder of Britain's intention to restore diplomatic relations with both but particularly with Prussia. The British wanted to use any means to encourage dissatisfaction in Russia and were aware that a considerable number of Russians opposed the Tilsit alliance, albeit they represented different interests.
Fearing that Denmark might enter into the alliance, Britain launched a pre-emptive strike against Copenhagen 7 The British attack on Copenhagen and the refusal to engage in peace negotiations with France led to the suspension of British-Russian relations. On 24 October 1807, Alexander I issued a declaration accusing Britain of repeatedly failing to honour its obligations as an ally, and of sending its troops to remote parts of the world (for example, as far as Buenos Aires or Egypt), but never to the aid of its allies.
8 Nevertheless, the declaration ended with the hope of a future reconciliation, provided that Britain were to make peace with France. This was followed, on 28 October, by a decree imposing an embargo on British ships and goods and freezing the fixed assets of British subjects living in Russia. 9 The decrees of 24 and 28 October for the first time legally formalized a war between Russia and Britain. The pre-Revolutionary historian Nikolai F. Dubrovin called it a 'smokeless war', because there could be no major battles fought on land.
10 Nevertheless, it brought great hardships to Russia, dealing a powerful blow to the country's economy and maritime trade.
In November 1807, the British government retaliated by issuing the socalled 'orders in council', devised by the Foreign Minister, George Canning. All neutral countries were forbidden from trading with Britain's enemies by the threat of confiscation of their ships and cargo. The only exception was for captains who brought their ships into British ports and paid all of the necessary taxes and duties. According to the eminent historian Evgenii V. Tarle, Napoleon was 'enraged in the highest degree' by the measures and prepared to retaliate. On 23 November and 17 December 1807 (new style), he signed decrees, in Milan, which he claimed were a justified response to the 'barbarous system adopted by the English government'.
11 Their purpose was to strengthen the policy of the continental blockade, introduced one year previously.
The Franco-British impasse destroyed the entire system of international commercial relations, seriously harming the maritime trade of neutral countries, and of the United States in particular. The historian Aleksei L. Narochnitskii noted that a number of different kinds of blockade were effectively in place at the same time: Napoleon's 1806 ' self-imposed blockade' within Europe; the Royal Navy's seizure of trade ships on the open sea; and the 1808-1810 embargo by the United States on ships leaving for Europe.
12 This had a negative effect on both the French economy and the economy of those countries dependent on France. In contrast, Britain was able to enjoy what was effectively a monopoly on the world shipping market and in the colonies.
13
The official British policy on Russia was declared on 18 December 1807 (new style).
14 The British government stated that having long hoped to maintain relations with Russia it was now obliged to enter the war and was sending a squadron under the command of Vice-Admiral James Saumarez, a comrade of the celebrated naval commander Horatio Nelson, to the Russian coast. The British fleet seized complete control of the North and Baltic Seas, and, in the process, severely damaged the economy of the Kola Peninsula, the Archangel region, and the Baltic provinces, 15 by burning or confiscating
